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I. Hope matters

Most of the science assumes that climate change will undermine the 
habitability of atolls such that relocation of their populations is inevitable

The media amplifies this message

Systematic review of 183 social science papers on climate change and atolls: 

• 21% with a primary focus on migration

• 10% with a primary focus on adaptation

• 2% mention hope

(Waters et al., forthcoming)



I. Hope matters

Yes, climate change is a big problem for small islands

But so is talk about catastrophic climate change:

• vulnerability = powerless to control → others have to control responses →
(more) colonisation 

• forced migration implies ‘give up’ (on reducing emissions, on adaptation)

• impacts on mental health of island people → disempowering → less 
adaptation

The problem of temporalities and bringing futures into the present

A role for hope…



I. Hope matters
Hope is an emerging topic in climate change research

• an emotion (the aspiration to be in a different - positive – state in the 
future) 

• a cognitive mechanism for coping (trusting that agency can influence a 
desired outcome) (Lazarus 1991, 1999) 

• a goal-directed energy (involving agency) and knowledge of pathways to 
meet goals (Snyder 2002).



II. The matter of hope in atoll islands

Fingerprints of hope for atolls can be found in:

1. Contingent island environments

2. The diplomacy of atoll countries

3. International law

4. Policy capacity in atoll countries

5. Enduring cultures

6.    Adaptation



II. The matter of hope in atoll islands

5. Enduring cultures



II. The matter of hope in atoll islands
5. Enduring cultures

• Islands are constructed by natural forces: e.g. corals, currents, waves.. 

• … and by humans: symbolically, socio-culturally and materially, e.g.

• creation stories, genealogies and tenure, sacred sites, totems

• trees used to stabilize shores, prevent freshwater evaporation in drinking 
water holes, replenish soils

• gardening changes soils and topography and species mix

• fish ponds, species transplanting

• channels in reefs, clam beds

(Jarillo and Barnett, 2022. Antipode).

Photo credit Sergio Jarillo



II. The matter of hope in atoll islands
5. Enduring cultures

• atoll cultures are highly adaptable

• ‘Indigenisation of modernity’ (Sahlins)

• technological flexibility

• belonging as a centripetal force that makes

mobility a key to sustainability

(Jarillo and Barnett, J. Rural Studies 2021. and PNAS forthcoming)
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6. Adaptation

There is far too little investment in the idea or the practice of adaptation, and far 
too little research to learn from existing practices

Determination, e.g. RMI

• the right to remain, and to well-being, 
identity, self-determination, 
human rights, and survival 
(RMI Adaptation Communique 2020)

• “I choose to stay even if it means swimming”. 
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6. Adaptation

i. changing human activities that increase the resilience of atoll ecosystems 
and decrease the exposure of people and assets to climate change, e.g:

• reduce pollution from solid and liquid wastes

• better design of coastal structures 

• no mining of reefs and clearing of mangroves and sea-grasses

• plan for new developments in areas less prone to erosion and 
inundation

• relocation of critical assets to safer areas
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6. Adaptation

ii. reducing people’s dependence on environmental goods and services that 
are sensitive to climate change, e.g:

• substituting ground water for improved rainwater harvesting or desal

• substituting ground crops for more salt-tolerant species, and imports

• livelihood diversification 

• connectivity, human capital, rural banking, small grants, social 
protection, micro-finance

• new designs for infrastructure to enable resilience and flexibility

• portable buildings, water, power..
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6. Adaptation

iii. Nature-based solutions to protect key assets in rural areas

• restoration of native vegetation

• mangroves, seagrasses and littoral vegetation

• artificial beaches

• artificial reefs and sandbars

• modifications of the reef crest 

but field trials and experiments needed

(Barnett et al. 2022. Phil Trans B )
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6. Adaptation

iv. Engineering urban areas

More likely through land reclamation on suitable reefs than renewal of 
existing areas



III. Conclusions

Hope is not impossible 

• we cannot yet conclude that there is no hope for people living on 
atolls

Hope is possible (adaptation is possible)

• there is plenty that can be done so that people can continue to live 
good lives in dynamic atoll environments 

So, if this is the case for atolls…..?
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